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BAILEY'S HEXAMETERS

By Jeremiah Farrell and Al Shapiro
Presented by Al Shapiro
to honor Martin Gardner at G4G8
Nat. Bailey was the most important English lexicograpker.before Samuel Johnson. His first An
Universal Etymological English Dictionary, published in 1721, went through several r:ditions and'
included expressions from Spenser, Chaucer, Shakespeare and others. The eventual hclusion of
proverbs made his dictionaries very popular. The folio edition of 1730 entitled Dicticnarium
·
Britannicum ... was in fact used by Johnson as a "guide and repository" for the notes for his own
dictionary. A reproduction of the title page is shown overleaf (reduced from its 21.5cm x 34cms·
Very little is known about the life of Bailey. In fact it is not known whether his given name was
Nathan or Nathaniel, only appearing as Nat. in the preface to the dictionary. He dier1 in 1742 an
was buried by the Seventh-Day Baptists at the Mill Yard Church in White Chapel (2:;:e British
Authors before 1800, H W. Wilson, 1952). His birth year is not available but he had been
admitted to membership in the Baptists in 1691. In his 1721 dictionary he had advertised:
"Youth boarded and taught the Hebrew, Greek, and Latin language..." so perhaps he was a
schoolmaster.
Our interest in this essay is to report on some of the 1730 dictionary's entries for the
"Entertainment of the Curious". For instance "Magick" squares are included with ::he example
that has magic swn 18.
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We searched for puzzles throughout the dictionary and were surprised by the definitions:
A PUZZLE (prob. of poesele, Du) a dirty slut
and
SLUT (prob. ofLutum, L) a nasty Housewife
More interesting are Bailey's methods of constructing Latin verses by using fi:1c d tables. Th
are word game exercises that remind us of the modem Oulipo group's efforts as reported seve
times by Martin Gardner in his columns (see Chapters 6 and 7 in Penrose Tiles to Trapdoor
Ciphers, 1989, W.H Freeman and Company, Oxford1 England.)
Bailey illustrated his technique on both pentameter and hexameter verse. His •·01nplete
hexameter description follows.
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DICTIONARIUM BRITANNICUM
Or a more C o M

~

PL E AT

UNIVERSAL ETYMOLOGICAL

ENGLISH DICTIONARY
Than any E X TANT.
CONTAINING

Not only the Words, and their Explication; bur their Etymologies from the A11timt
Britifo, <feutonick, Low and High Dutch, Saxon, Danijh, Norman and Modern French,
Italian, Spa11ijh, Latin, Greek, Hcbre7v, Cha/dee, &c. each in its proper CharaCl:er.
A L S 0
E>:plaining hard and technical Words, or Terms of Art, m all the AR 'l' S, SC J ENCE S,
and MTS 'IE RIES following. Together with AC C E N'I S direCl:ing to their proper Pronunriation, ibewing both the Ortbograpby and Orthoepia of the Englifo 'Iong11e,
YI Z. IN

AGRICULTURE, ALGEBRA, ANATOMY, AacHI·
TECTURE, AarTRMETlcK, AsTROLOGY, ASTRONOMY,BoTANICKs, CATOPTRJCKs, CHYM!STRY, CHYROM,ANGY, CHIRURG:ERY, CoNFECTIONARY, CooK:ERY, CosMOGRAPHY, DrALLING, D10PTRicY.s, ETHICKS, FrsHrna,
For.T1r1cAT10N, GARDENING, GAnorna,
GEDGRArHY, GEOMETRY, GRAMMAR, GuNNERY, HANDICRAFTS, HAVfK.ING, HERALDllY, HoRSEMANSHIP, HusBANDRY, HY-

DRAULlCKS, HYoRi>cRAPHY, HYoROSTATICKS, LAW, Loc1cK, MA1tlT!ME a11 d MrLITARY AFFAIRS, MATHEMATICKs, ·MECHANICKS, MERCHANDIZ:E, METAPHYSJCK.S,
METEOROLOGY, NAVIGATJON, 0PTICKs,
0TAcousTICKS, PAINTING, PERSPECTIVE,.
PHARMACY, PHILOSOPHY, PHvsrci:., PnYsrocNoMY,
PYROTECHNY,
RHETORICK,
ScuLPTuI;:E, STATICKS, STATUARY, SuRVEYING, T?EOLOGY, and TR!GONOM:tTRY.

IlluI'uated with near Five Hundred CUTS, for Giving a clearer Idea of
t..1.ofe Fignres, not fo well ~.pprehended by verbal Defcripdon,
LIKEWJSE

A Colleetion and Explanation of W o RD s and PH

RA

s Es us'd in our ancient Char-

ters, Sratutes, Writs, Old Records and ProceJTes

:it

Law.

,

A L S 0
The Theogony, Theology, . and Mythology of the Egyptiam, Greeks, Roma11s, &c. being nn
Acc6unt of their Deities, SolemniriesJ eifocr Religious or Civil, their Divim1tions, Auguries, Oracl~s, Hicroglyphid:s,
and mmy other curious Matters, nccdfory to be undcrnood, efpcci,!Jy by the Readers of Englijl1 P 0 ET RY.

To which is added,

A Colltfl:ion of Proper Names of Perfons and Places jn Great-Britain, with their
Etymologies and Explications.
The Whole digell:ed into an Alphabetical Order, not only for the Information of the Ignorant,
but the Er.tert:iinmi:nt of the Curious; 02nd a1fo the Benefit of Artificers, Tradefinen, Young Srudents nnd Foreigners.

A W 0 R K z:fefzd for .fuch as would
SPEAK

7Vhat they

u ND ER s T AND

MEAN,

and

WRITE

what they

RE AD

and .H

EAR,

true ENGLISH.

Colklled by Je>'mi Hand•,

The Matbcmntical PP.rt by G. G 0 U D 0 N, rhe Botanicnl by P. MILL

f;

R.

The ·whole Revis'd and Improv'd, with many thoufrmd Additions,

Bv N. B A I L E

r;

'1.11r.61-.P'Y©-·
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HEXA1v1ETER [Gr, measure] consisting of six Feet.
.The following Tables bei~g a curious and admirable Contrivance, not doubting but that th
will be acceptable to the cunous Reader, I present them.
ey ·•
The Use of the Tables for making hexameter Latin Verses, and the manner of the Operation. ·
Observe these several Directions following:
1. Every Verse made by these Tables, will be an hexameter Verse, and will b made of up ·
six Latin Words.
"· .
J
2. Every one of these six Words are to be produc'd out of these six Tables respectively, viz.
the first Word out of the first Table, the second Word out of the second Table, the third out of
third Table; and so ofthefourth,fzfth and sixth.
4. When you are about to make any Verse by these Tables, you must on a piece of Paper wri
down any six of the nine Figures at pleasure.
.
4.[sic] That these six Figures are as so many respective Keys to the six Table;;. The first
Figure towards the left Hand is always to be applied to the first Table, the secono. Figure towar
the right Hand to the second Table, and so every one of the six Tables.
So that the first Figure produces out of the first Table the first Word of the Verqe, the second
Figure by the second Table the second Word of the Verse; and so every Figure of the six, their ·
respective Words out of their respective Tables.
5. When you have pitched upon six Figures to make your Set of; and written tl1em down on
Paper, the Rule for the Operation is this: With the Figure that belongs to its propc;r Table, you
must number on with the Squares on the said Table, till you come to nine in coundng upon the
Squares (always reckoning the first Square of the Table one more than the Figure, except it be
nine; and then you are always to count the first Square or Letter of the Table one) at which ninth
Square or Letter, you must make a Stop (for in the whole Operation you must nev<.::r count past
nine) and write that Letter down on a Paper, and that is to be the first Letter of the Latin word.
From thence proceed, till you come to the ninth Square or Letter beyond, and set ihat down, and •
so on, till the Word is wrought out by the Table, which you will know by this, thal when the
Word is ended, if you number on till the ninth Square, you will find it a Blank. A; for Example:
Having chose the Number following, 1 3 2 4 3 6.
The first Figure towards the left Hand being (1) belongs to the first Table, and therefore I call ·
the first Square or Letter of that Table 2, the second Square 3, the third 4 and so 0'1 till I come to
9, at which I stop, and the Letter being (l) I set it down; and because it is to be the jlrst Letter of .
the first Word, I set it down in a great Letter; as follows.
Lurida Sistra, puto producunt f cedera qucedam.
th

Then the next Square, wherein I found that Letter (l) I reckon 1, and count till I come to the 9 ·
square, again from the said ~l) wherein I find the Letter (u) which I put down next to (l) as above,
from thence I count to the 9 Square further, and find the Letter (r) which having :;·;;t down, I
count on to the 9th Square beyond, and find the Letter (i) which having set down, I i,;Ount on.
again to the 9th Square farther, and find the Letter (d) which having set down, I count on agam to
the 9th Square, and there find the Letter (a) which having set down, I count on to the 9th Square
further, and there find a Blank, by which I know the Word is ended. Which is Lurida, as in the
Verse.
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To work the second Word out of the second Table.
The second Figure being 3, I apply it to the second Table, and call the first Square thereof 4,
the second 5, the third 6, and so reckon the Squares in Order, as in the first Table; and finding
therein the Letter (s) which having 'vritten down on Paper in the same Line with Lurida at a
convenient Distance, because it is to begin another Word, and be~inning from the Square in
which I found (s) I count the Squares onward, till I come to the 9 , and there finding the Letter
(i) I mite down, and then proceed to count on, till I come to the 9th Square, and finding the Letter
(t) having set it down, I count on to the 9th Square and finding the Letter(~ which I set down, I
count to the 9th Square, and finding the Letter (a) and counting on to the 9 Square, I find it a
Blank, by which I find the Word is ended, which is Sistra.
...
To work the third Word out of the third Table.
I apply to it the 3rd Figure in Order, which is 2, and therefore call the first Square of that Table
3, the second Square 4, the third 5, and so orderly, till I number to the 9th Square, in which
finding the Letter (p) having set down in the same Line at a convenient Distance; because it is to
begin another Word, I count from that Square till I come to the 9th, and finding the Letter (u) I set
that down and proceed to the next 9th Square, and finding the Letter (t) which have set down, I
count from the Square to the next 9th, and finding the Letter (o) I set that down, proceeding
thence to the next 9th find a Blank, by which I know the Word is finished, and is Puto.
To work out the fourth Word of the Verse out of the fourth Table.
I apply the 4th Figure in Order, which is 4 to the 4th Table, and count the first Square of it 5,
the second 6, and so proceeding to the 9th Square, where finding the letter (p) I Mite it down in
the same Line at a convenient Distance because it is the first Letter of a Word, and proceeding to
the next 9th Square, I find the Letter (r) which having Mitten down, I proceed to the next 9th
Square, and find the Letter (o), and in the next 9th Square the Letter (d), in the next 9th the Letter
(u), in the next 9th (c), in the next 9th (u), in the next 9th (n), in the next 9th (t) and in the next a
Blank, by which I find the Word is ended, and is Producunt.
To work out the Fifth Word of the Verse out of the fifth Table.
The fifth Figure 3 I apply to the first Square of the 5th Table, calling it 4, and counting to the
9th S~uare, as before I find(/), and thence to the 9th (ce), and thence to the 9th (d), and thence to
the 9 (e), and thence to the 9th (r), and thence to the 9th (a), and thence to the 9th finding a
Blank, I perceive the Word finished, which is Fcedera.
To work the sixth Word of the Verse out of the sixth Table.
The sixth and last Figure of the set being 6, I apply it to the first Square of the 6th Table, and
counting it 7, count to the 9th Square, I find (q) which being set down as before, I proceed to the
next 9th and find (u), and in the next 9th (ce), in the next (d), in the next (a), in the next (m), and in
the next a Blank, by which I know the Word is ending and is qucedam, and the whole Line is:
Lurida Sistra, puto, producunt f cedera qucedam.
Accordingly these following Numbers made choice of, and Mought out by the Tables,
according to the foregoing Method, will produce the following Verses.
The Number 1, 1, 1, 1, 1, 1, will produce.
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Lurida Scorta palam prcenarrant criminanigra.
The Number 2, 2, 2, 2, 2, 2 will produce.
Barbara castra, puto, caufabunt agmina dira.
The Number 3, 3, 3, 3, 3, 3 will produce.
"·
Martia Sistra, patet, monsirabuntfredera multce.
The Number 4, 4, 4, 4, 4, 4, will produce.·
Aspera vincla domi producunt lumina prava.
The Number 5, 5, 5, 5, 5, 5, will produce.
Horrida bella tuis portendunt verbera acerba.
The Number 6, 6, 6, 6, 6, 6, will produce.
Pessima damna pati promittunt prrelia quoedam.
The Number 7, 7, 7, 7, 7 ,7,
Ignea figna fortis proritant pocula srepe.
The Number 8, 8, 8, 8, 8, 8,
Turbidafata sequi prt:emonstrant tempora dura.
The Number 9, 9, 9, 9, 9, 9,
Effera tela, serunt, promulgant sidera sreva.
The Number 1, 3, 2, 4, 3, 6,
Lurida Sistra, puti producunt fredera qucedam.
The Number 2, 4, 5, 6, 7, 9,
Martia vincla tuis promittunt poculafceva.
And after the same Method, by transposing the Figures; may be wrought out of these Tables, as
many different Verses, to the number of 300000, and upwards.
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